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	1. Chapter 1: Trouble In The Past

**Author's Note: In Companions Divided, I had MK do a cameo appearance. I wanted her in the story, but didn't have much room for her, so I sent her to the future out of convenience. In the future, she connected with her dad from "Epic" and met Nod, thus enabling her to talk with Elsa later on in the book about love, Elsa's theme. It was really just a fun side story, but I thought it would fun to explore in depth here. Enjoy!**

**(For those who did not read the Companions Series, you don't have to read them first. Basically, Jack, Rapunzel, Hiccup, and Merida are the Companions, chosen by the Moon to defeat Pitch and Gothel. North's snow globes can travel through time and brought Hiccup and Merida from Berk. As the books progressed, Jack became the Guardian of Fun, Rapunzel the Guardian of Creativity, Merida Guardian of Courage, and Hiccup Guardian of Trust. Rapunzel's parents are Rue and Robert of Arendelle, and Rue's sister is Primrose, Queen of Corona. Primrose and her husband King Thomas have Mary Katherine, or MK, as their daughter.)**

**Disclaimer: I do not own the rights to Epic, Rise of the Guardians, Tangled, How to Train Your Dragon, Frozen, Hotel Transylvania, or Brave.**

* * *

><p>Mary Katherine, or MK as she liked to be called, loved visiting Arendelle. Her side of the family hadn't been blessed with magical powers, and her life for the past 19 years had been rather dull, besides being a princess. At the moment, she and her mother, Queen Primrose of Corona, were playing chess in the library. Jack, Rapunzel, and Elsa were holding a session for visiting trade dignitaries, and Anna was on a date with Kristoff, so the two were in for a supposedly quiet afternoon.<p>

That is until the Duke of Wesselton swept in dramatically.

"Magic?! Absolute poppycock. Who does that queen think she is? Oh. Your majesty," he said, bowing to Primrose.

His toupee flipped upside down, revealing a shining bald spot. MK would have burst out giggling if her mother hadn't glared at her to keep silent.

"Forgive me," the Duke continued. "I did not know that you were here."

"Nevertheless," Primrose said in a dignified manner. "That is no reason to talk treason behind the back of Queen Rapunzel."

"Yes, ma'am, you are absolutely right. I do apologize. I must say, though, that I was not talking treason. I only wanted a better explanation for why she broke up the trade meeting."

Primrose raised an eyebrow. Knowing Rapunzel, it might be worth looking into. "What happened?" she asked, trying not to sound curious.

"We were just about to begin when a young boy on a…well, it sounds impossible, but it can't be called anything else, but a _dragon_ appeared from a rainbow. And _then_ the boy was lifted into the air, along with Princess Elsa, and dragged from the room by an invisible being! I would just like to know why the meeting was stopped by some crude tricks!"

"Crude tricks?" MK asked, offended. _Obviously North sent Hiccup and Toothless to the palace, and Jack carried him and Elsa off._

"Obviously," the Duke said. "What else could it be?"

"We shall go and investigate the matter," Primrose said. "Come along, Mary Katherine."

"Thank you, your majesty," said the Duke, bowing again.

"It has to be Hiccup!" MK exclaimed excitedly once they were in the hall.

"Most likely, although he's home early," Primrose said.

Hiccup had been gone for the past few weeks dealing with a undersea dragon that had recently woken from hibernation. She had to admit, she had a bit of a crush on him, even though he barely noticed her. After Astrid, there was never anyone else for Hiccup, which was her problem. Still, she was glad to see him, even if it hurt.

They could hear voices down the hall, and MK walked a little faster. In Elsa's new bedroom, she found Rapunzel, Jack, Anna, Elsa, her aunt Rue, Mavis, Hiccup, Toothless, and Olaf.

"Well, I think I speak for everyone when I say we will all come and help," Rue was saying.

"Wait, what? Go where?" MK asked.

"Hi sis," Rue said with a slight wince. "I'd like you to meet Hiccup, Jack and Rapunzel's fellow Companion. Hiccup, this is my sister Primrose, who's visiting from Corona."

"Good afternoon, miladies," Hiccup said, bowing.

_Why must he be so hot and charming?_

MK smiled and curtsied. She was slightly taken aback by how young he was, but she had been told about the time traveling, and managed to keep her composure.

_Say something, say something! _"Hi," she said. "So where are you going?"

"We're going back in time to save Merida from a ferocious kidnapper," Olaf said cheerfully. "And we probably won't even make it back!"

"Really? Cool! I want to come!" _Cool? What was I thinking? Merida could be in danger…then again, it would be nice to go on an adventure with Hiccup._

She tried not to look at Hiccup, but it was really hard, especially when she realized they were now closer to the same age…and closer to her league.

"No one said that, Olaf," Mavis said.

"Absolutely not," Prim said. "I can't order everyone else to stay and disregard this foolish mission, but I can make you stay. Honestly, Rue! I know you're not the queen anymore, but you _and_ Rapunzel leave Arendelle? And on the day your trade dignitaries come visiting for the convention, too."

"Aunt Prim," Rapunzel said. "A girl's life is in danger, and one of my best friends at that. You expect me to sit here through a trade convention while she is trapped?"

"No, I don't suppose I do. But I don't expect you, and Jack, and Elsa, and Anna, and Mavis _and_ Rue to all run off like that!"

"We are going," Rue said. "Whether you like it or not."

"I don't like it. But because I care about you, I'll pacify the tradesmen. For now. Come along, Mary Katherine," Prim said, leaving dramatically.

MK sighed irritably. She hated it when her mother called her Mary Katherine. Worse still was not being able to go.

"It's because of dad," she muttered. Her father had died only two years before, and Primrose had been very overprotective ever since. "That's why she won't let me go."

"She'll come around eventually," Rue said comfortingly as her niece left the room.

"With any luck we'll be home in a few minutes our time," Mavis said. "It will be like we never left."

_That's not my problem,_ she thought, trying to keep from crying.

"Mom, I'm going for a walk in the garden."

"That's fine. Just be careful and don't do anything rash."

"Yeah, okay," she said, disappointed.

The garden was empty as all the ambassadors had gone to their rooms or were meeting with Prim. In a most undignified way, MK slumped on a bench. No one was watching; what did it matter?

"Your mum would na like yew sitting in _tha_ posture," came a teasing Scottish voice.

"Merida?" MK turned and saw her friend peering from behind a bush. "I thought you were kidnapped!"

"Ah, we've reached tha point in time, have we? Ah'm fine, don't worry. That's all in mah past. Has everyone run off ta save me?"

"Yes, but I'm not allowed to go. Mom won't let me."

"Yew are 19 years old," Merida said matter-of-factly. "It's time for yew to start making your own choices."

"Am I supposed to follow them?"

"Yew are supposed to make your own choices, choose your own fate."

"Olaf said it might be dangerous…you know what happens. Will I come back?"

"Ah cannot tell yew. But if yew dew, yew won't come back the same MK."

"I don't think I want to be the same person," MK said with a sigh. "I'm going."

Merida grinned. "Good! Ah was hoping yew might say that." She pulled a snowglobe from her bag and tossed it to her. "Off yew go!"

"How does it work?" MK asked.

"Tell it where yew want to go. Or think if you can't put it into words."

Almost reverently, she held it up to her face and thought about she wanted. She yearned to help and experience the adventure of a lifetime. Subconsciously, without realizing it, she wished for a father back in her life, and for love.

"Take me where I need to be," she whispered, throwing the globe.

Waving goodbye, she stepped through the portal. Merida smiled, knowing that the portal had not taken her to Berk as she had expected. _This_ was the part where she went forward in time and found a society of tiny people living in the woods. She would live there for some time, and even fall in love, before ending up on Berk and helping train the bear that would help Merida escape from the tower.


	2. Chapter 2: Modern Age

**Author's Note: I apologize for the long gap in writing. Honestly, I wasn't ready to begin a new story, I had just meant it to be a one-shot. I should have waited to post the first chapter, but I got a little excited. :) Anyway, now that Just-Ice is almost finished and I have the plot all laid out, I can concentrate on Epic more. I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Waving goodbye, Mary Katherine stepped through the portal. There was a sickening twist and sharp pop, and then she landed on her stomach in the middle of soft grass.<p>

"Ow," she said, putting a hand to her head and looking up.

Inches away from her face was a very surprised man. He was wearing a complicated leather helmet with glass of different sizes and shapes in front of his eyes.

"That is spectacular. Extraordinary! How did you do it?"

Energetically, he leapt to his feet and ran behind her, examining the spot where the portal had connected. MK quickly picked up the snowglobe and tried to stash it away, but the odd looking man spotted it.

"What's that? A scientific instrument from the future perhaps? Or the past?"

"I'm sorry," she stuttered. "I was trying to get to Berk? Is that anywhere near here?"

"Afraid not," the man said. He studied her intently for a moment. "Where are you from? Or the better question is when? I'm a scientist, not a historian, but I'm pretty sure you can't find clothes like that today."

"I'm from Corona," MK said uncertainly. "It was 1838 when I left Arendelle."

The man grabbed her hand and pumped it up and down. She didn't understand it, but it appeared to be a friendly gesture.

"I'm Professor Bomba. Welcome to the year 2009."

"Two thousand? But that's nearly two hundred years in my future!"

"Yes, it is!" the professor said, beaming. "You've traveled in time!"

"But I meant to go backwards, not forwards! Now I'm even farther away from Merida." She held up the globe again. "Take me to Merida, on Berk!"

She threw it, but, like a ball, it simply bounced and rolled gently down the hill. MK stared at it in shock, then ran over and picked it up, extremely concerned. She rubbed it with her sleeve.

"Come on, work! Take me to where Merida has been kidnapped!"

Again she there it, but for a second time nothing happened.

"That's not supposed to happen!" she cried, beginning to panic.

"Hey, calm down. Like I said before, I'm a scientist. I may be able to figure it out."

MK shook her head. "It's not science. It's magic. Although I guess you don't believe in such things."

"I might before the day is over. Come inside, let me see what I can do."

"How do you move around in here?" MK asked, looking at the crowded rooms.

"We don't wear big dresses," professor Bomba said simply. "Here, you can borrow my daughter's clothes for now, she's about your size. They're easier to move around in."

"These...these are pants."

"Girl pants, yeah."

"Girls are allowed to wear pants like men?" MK asked, astounded. "You mean I can wear them and not be yelled at?"

"Yeah," the professor said absentmindedly.

He was examining the snow globe and thoroughly engrossed. Grinning, MK quickly changed into the modern clothes. Immediately, she adored the pink sweatshirt and loose fitting pants. Pink wasn't really her color, but this was definitely her style.

"So, you have a daughter?" she asked, joining the professor in his lab. It looked a cross between the North Pole and Hiccup's workshop.

"Oh. Yeah," Bomba muttered.

"Where is she?"

"She's staying with her mother for awhile. She won't live with me for another month."

MK was a little confused but didn't press the subject. "What's her name?"

"Penny," he said. "I forgot to ask about your name. Sorry, I forget things like that."

"Princess Mary Katherine," she said automatically. "But, just call me MK."

"You're a princess?"

"Only child of Queen Primrose and King Thomas, reluctant heir to the throne," she said unenthusiastically. "That's me."

"So, is this thing yours?"

"You're not going to believe me, but that snow globe is the property of Nicholas St. North. Better known as Santa Claus."

Professor Bomba took off his glasses and stared at her in shock.

Bunny arrived a few minutes later, having sensed "a time distortion," as he put it. Immediately, he went to fetch North, but even the big man himself couldn't figure out what happened to the snow globe.

"Is is just dead," he declared. "But don't ask me why."

"Do you have more at the Pole?" MK asked hopefully.

"I brought them with me," he said. "Professor, can you help me lift this bag?"

The professor, who had no problem believing in magic now and had taken the whole situation extraordinarily well, gladly obliged. From the sleigh came a gigantic bag full of snow globes. They tried until the sun went down, but nothing worked. North could get through alright, but even traveling through space would not work for MK. The portals, or perhaps the Moon North theorized, wouldn't let her through.

"Is that it, then? Am I stuck here for the rest of my life?"

"You can't just give up after one day!" Bomba said encouragingly. "Listen, you're welcome to stay with me until we can sort it out. You and Penny would be great friends!"

"Or you could always stay with me or one of the Companions," North added.

"Are they still around?"

"Of course they are! Why shouldn't they be?"

"But mom..."

"She never became immortal. Neither did Rue and Robert, and they had magic in their blood."

"I'd rather stay here for now. I'm not ready to see them."

"Suit yourself," North said, shrugging his broad shoulders. "I must return. I've been gone for too long already."

"But it's only spring!" Bomba protested.

"My break runs from the day after Christmas until Easter! After that, it's back to work, preparing for next Christmas!" He climbed into the sleigh and cracked the reigns. "I will check back with you later!" he called as he disappeared.

"Well, I guess if you're going to be staying for awhile, you can use Penny's room for now," Bomba said, leading her upstairs to a little girl's bedroom.

"How old is she?" MK asked, looking at the dolls.

"She's about...oh, I don't know. 16 or 17 I think. I lose count."

"Uh huh...when was the last time she stayed here?"

"She visited last summer which is when she left some clothes...oh! You mean the dolls. She and her mom moved out when she was 8 or 9, but I always left her things in case they came back..." he trailed off, looking at a 4-year-old's drawing of a butterfly.

"Why did she move out?" she asked innocently. "Did she have to move to a healthier climate?"

"What? Oh, that's right. I guess they didn't have divorce back where you come from."

MK shook her head. "No. Is that a bad disease?"

"Um, in a way," he said slowly. "Basically, Elizabeth, her mother, decided she didn't want to be married to me any longer."

This only made MK even more confused. "But didn't you love each other?"

"At one point, we did. But things got complicated, we argued a lot, and it made it hard to live together. So she took Penny and moved to another house in a big city. But Penny does come to visit me every now and then, so it's fine, really."

_I'm not so sure about that..._ MK thought. _She didn't visit for almost 5 years and you can't even remember how old she is._

But she decided not to press the subject, as it seemed to make the professor sad.

"Anyway," he said. "I'll let you get some sleep. It's been a weird day for all of us."

"Ok, thank you."

"Goodnight, Princess," he joked.

"Goodnight."

After some searching, MK found some more comfortable looking clothes to sleep in and slipped in. Luckily, she was roughly the same size as Penny, but there wasn't much of a selection. She decided to ask him about it in the morning. The bed, since it was made for a young child, was a little cramped, but after her day, it didn't really matter. MK was soon fast asleep.

* * *

><p>A loud, sharp shrieking noise woke her in the morning. Thinking something was terribly wrong, she rushed downstairs with hands clapped about her ears. She found the professor in the kitchen, jumping back and forth anxiously.<p>

"What's going on?" she yelled above the noise.

"Don't worry, it's fine!" he yelled back. "I left the waffles in for too long so the alarms going off...can you take that darn kettle off the stove?"

The tea kettle was familiar enough that she quickly found it and lifted it off the stove. Part of the racket ceased, and soon Bomba had silenced the rest.

"Sorry about that, I got distracted with that ball thing if yours."

"Snowglobe," she said. "Where do I put this?"

"Back on the stove now that I've turned it off. Don't worry, it won't whistle at you. Oh, um, your shirt's on backwards, by the way."

"What? Oh, sorry. I'm not used to these kinds of clothes. I like them, but they're a little different. And...well, I hate to bring it up, but there's not that many."

"Well, she didn't leave much," Bomba admitted. "Hey! Maybe I can give her a call and you two can go shopping. Girls like that, right?"

"Um, yeah. I think so. I would like to meet her if I'm going to be here for awhile."

"Perfect! I'll call after breakfast." He popped open the beeping machine to reveal a round black thing that was supposed to be edible. "Ah...looks like the waffles are burnt. I guess we'll have cereal then. Unless you'd rather have oatmeal?"

He held up a box labeled Quaker Oatmeal, with a picture on the front that looked somewhat familiar.

"If it's like porridge, then yes, that'd be fantastic."

Two hours later, there was a knock on the door, and Penny came in. She was a little shorter than MK, with bobbed auburn hair and big brown eyes.

"Penny!" Bomba said excitedly. "I'm so glad you're here."

"Sure, dad," she said, looking annoyed. She held out a hand towards MK. "I'm Penny."

"Mary Katherine," MK said, taking the hand. "But you can call me MK."

"Dad, where's your card?" Penny asked.

"Hmm? Oh, yes! My card. You might be needing that," he chuckled as he searched his pockets. "Um…hang on, I don't remember where I left it."

Penny rolled her eyes as he ran to his study. "He's always losing things," she explained.

MK nodded awkwardly. She was beginning to have second thoughts about this. Just then, Bomba returned with the card and handed it to Penny.

"What's that?" MK asked.

"Money," Bomba said. "Penny can explain it in more detail on the way." His watch started beeping and he looked down at it excitedly. "Ooh! I've got to go get this. Have fun girls!"

He ran out the back door, picking up his helmet on the way out, leaving the two teens standing in the hall.

"And there he goes," Penny said dejectedly. "Oh, well. Now the fun can begin!"

She grinned and led MK out the front door to her little red car. Trying not to embarrass herself, MK watched her every move and copied her, although she didn't see what the gray sash across her chest did. She soon found out when Penny started the engine and took off down the dirt road.

"Whoa!" she said, clutching the sides of the chair.

"Hope you like to go fast!" Penny said. "I always need to burn off some energy after coming here."

"I'll be ok," she said, settling in. Tentatively, she pressed on the roof of the vehicle. "It feels like North's sleigh, only safer."

Penny looked sideways at her and stopped the car. With a jolt, MK lurched forward and gasped for air.

"OK, here's the thing," Penny said, looking her dead on. "I don't mind making new friends and shopping. Dad rarely gives me his credit card so I'm not complaining. But are you really a time traveler, or are you two lying to me?"

"Why would we lie to you?"

"For a joke? To get me to believe his insane theories and go live with him? I don't understand half the things my father does."

"Well, nobody's lying. I really am from the past."

Penny studied her for a moment, then started driving again. "Ok, I believe you. So, where are you from in the past?"

"Corona. It's an island south of Arendelle and the Southern Isles."

"South of the Southern Isles, huh? Must be pretty far south. Is it north of anything?"

"It's north of Germany," she said. "Part of our kingdom actually is on the mainland."

"Germany? So you're from Europe. But you've never heard of Hitler or Nazis or anything?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about," MK said honestly. "They must have come after 1838."

"Proof enough for me," Penny said. "Do you have a family?"

"Just me and my mom," she said. "My dad died two years ago and I don't have any brothers or sisters. But I'm pretty close with my cousin Rapunzel and her family…"

"Rapunzel? Like the fairy tale? I didn't know people were actually named that."

"Um, yeah."

MK did not mention how Rapunzel and Jack were immortal Guardians and that Rapunzel's story probably had become the legend Penny was talking about. She decided to ask professor Bomba when they returned to the house.

"So, what about your family?" she asked. "If you don't mind me asking."

"Me and my mom are on our own too. "I keep busy with school and acting…"

"Acting? You're in theater?"

"That's where I started. But now I'm on a TV show."

"And what's that?"

"Man, you have missed out. Maybe one day you can come over to my apartment and I can show you. Or you could come to the set when we start filming again, depending on how long you're staying."

"Ok, that sounds fun. How far away is the tailor's?"

"The what? Oh, no. No. People haven't used tailors in a century. Girl, we're going to the mall."

* * *

><p>It was the most confusing three hours the MK could remember, and as she looked back on her life, it remained that way. And that was saying something, considering everything she'd been through and would experience. There were so many people rushing about, talking into machines or thin air. Their clothes, so vastly different from anything in Corona, barely seemed to fit. Some hairstyles seemed somewhat familiar; there were braids and buns (though not very tidy), straight hair and curly. Brunettes, blondes, and redheads were common, though the shades were harsher and seemed as natural as the bright blue girl that they passed.<p>

They had been to several stores on the first floor when Penny decided they need to visit some on the next level.

"Are you sure?" MK asked, looking into the shopping bag. "We already have enough."

"You have three t-shirts and one pair of jean shorts. You can't live off of that."

"I usually have a riding outfit, traveling dress, and my casual wear," MK said. "I usually alternate between those. And then of course mom forces me to get into a nice evening gown every night for dinner."

"Ok, Princess. But I would like to check out Marmie's. So come on!"

MK smiled and followed Penny through the crowds, looking for a staircase of some sort. To her surprise, she found herself standing in front of a moving staircase, with stairs appearing out of the ground and rising upward.

"Oh, right. It's an escalator," Penny explained. "Don't be scared, just jump on."

"Like this?"

MK jumped and landed on an already formed step two feet in the air. She wobbled, trying to regain her balance as Penny quickly stepped after her.

"Close enough," she said. "Only you don't need to actually jump you can just step on one foot at a time. Just do it quickly. We can practice on the way down."

"Oh, ok."

In Marmie's, she found Penny spotted a pink v-neck t-shirt. She held it up to MK.

"That doesn't look half bad," she said.

"Pink's not really my color," MK said. "Mom says it doesn't look right with my hair."

"Just try it," Penny insisted, grabbing a pair of khakis and some leggings. "Fashion is different today."

MK sighed and took the clothes back to a changing room. Surprisingly, they were the only ones back there. For the first time since the car ride, they had some relative privacy.

"Can I ask you something?" MK asked tentatively.

"Sure."

"Why don't you and your dad get along? Earlier you said he had these insane theories..."

Penny sighed and slumped against the wall. "Yeah. That's what drove mom and me away. He believes that there are tiny little people living in the woods, taking care of it."

"Like gnomes? Or elves?"

"No, I'm talking about people not even two inches high. About the size of your finger. More like Thumbelina I guess."

"Oh. I don't know what that is."

"Fairies, I guess," Penny said. "But no wings. Just tiny little people who have a whole culture and history."

"Oh." It could be fairies. Fairies that lot their wings, or a whole different species. Maybe Toothiana will know. But I can't say anything to Penny or she'll think I'm as loony as her father.

"You ready?" Penny called. "How do they fit?"

"Pretty well, I think," MK said, opening the door.

"Oh, that is too cute," Penny said. "Do you like it?"

"Actually, yes! The pink isn't that bad now I can see it."

"Good, then we're buying it!"

"Are there any hoodies here?" MK asked, looking around.

"Only in the winter. But you can keep mine. It doesn't really suit me."

"Oh, thank you!"

"No problem. Hey, are you hungry?"

"A little. I only had a small bowl of porridge this morning."

"Porridge? Oh, you mean oatmeal. Well, I think it's time I introduce you to some modern food. There's a great pizza place down the road."

* * *

><p>MK returned to Professor Bomba in time for supper. He was still gone, out on one of his hunts Penny said, so MK ordered another pizza. Bomba seemed a little surprised to see her, but then remembered who she was.<p>

"Oh, great! Pizza!"

"Yeah, Penny gave me some this afternoon. And I got to try ice cream."

"Yum! I'm glad you're getting used to modern food. Just don't overdo it, your digestive system isn't adapted to these substances. We'll make sure to balance it out over the next few weeks, get you gradually accustomed to it."

There was a moment of silence as MK tried to make out what he said.

"So," he continued," did you and Penny have fun?"

"Yeah. We found some clothes at the mall, we had pizza and ice cream for lunch, and then we went to see a movie. That was quite the experience."

"Oh, I bet it was! Did you like it?"

"Yeah, I thought it was great! Next weekend Penny said I should come over to her house to watch her show."

"I'm glad you two get along," Bomba said cheerfully. But then he looked down at his plate a little sadly.

MK waited a moment. "She told me about your tiny woodsman theory," she said.

"The Leafmen, yes," he perked up a bit. "I think I found a piece of uniform today."

"Can I see what you've found?" MK asked eagerly.

"You mean, you believe me?" he asked in disbelief.

"Well, I know the Tooth Fairy personally. Why shouldn't there be fairy-like creatures living in the woods?"

Bomba grinned.


	3. Chapter 3: New Home

**Author's Note: Hey guys! I've updated chapter 2 a good deal, just so you know. I may have updated it twice since you last read it, so you may want to go back and scan that chapter before you read this one. Also, I know this chapter is long and mostly conversations, but MK needs to reach a certain point before I can shrink her and take her to the Leafmen in order for my story to work. Action starts in the next chapter, I promise!**

* * *

><p>MK sat on the front porch of the house, staring at the snowglobe in defeat. It had been two weeks since she had unexpectedly arrived, and every day she had tried to get home, but to no avail. She had enjoyed the time, to be sure, but she also missed her mother and Corona. And besides that, Merida was still in trouble.<p>

"Take me home!" she yelled in frustration, tossing the globe into the overgrown grass.

Nothing happened, as expected.

"Ok," she said, thinking aloud. "I can't get through, but could something else come through?" She thought for a moment. "Bring me Hiccup."

This time the portal opened in a swirling whirl. Without thinking, MK jumped at it, but she was thrown on her back. A second later, Hiccup stood above her, looking very confused. MK blushed.

_I hope I don't regret this..._

"Mary Katherine?" Hiccup explained. He looked around wildly. "Where are we? And, I'm afraid to ask, but when?"

Suddenly he remembered his manners and helped her to her feet.

"Well, remember that time Merida was kidnapped and we all tried to go back in time to Berk and save her? I ended up here instead."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow and started to speak, then thought better of it. Finally he tried again. "I think Merida told me this story," he said cautiously. "I just never expected to be a part of it."

"I can get back, the snow globes won't let me through," she said, giving it to him. "I was wondering if you could fix it."

"I can certainly try," he said.

They sat down on the porch as Hiccup examined it. "So, where are we?"

"Oh, some place near Hollywood, I think. This is Professor Bomba's house. He's a scientist, and his daughter is an actress."

"In Hollywood?"

"I guess...she's on a tv show. I've been to her little house and we've been watching it."

"How long have you been here?"

"Two weeks."

"Have you seen North yet?"

"Yeah, he and Bunny came almost immediately."

Hiccup set the portal down and looked at her seriously. "Then if North can't help you, I can't help you."

"But you've done more time traveling than North has..."

"MK, North dismantled the time travel."

"What? Why?"

"There were four times when the Companions were united through time travel," Hiccup explained. "The third time was when Merida was kidnapped. The second time...that's coming up soon and I can't give anything away. But North decided it was way to dangerous, so he took it off."

MK felt her heart sink. "But mine still has it!"

"I don't know how this works. Jack and Rapunzel stole one once and went to the future, even farther ahead then this, and they came back fine. But if none of the portals let you through anywhere..."

"I'm stuck here."

"Maybe...but maybe not. It could be that the Man in the Moon needs you to stay here for a reason. And when you finish he'll take you back. But it's just a theory, nothing for certain."

They were silent for a long time as MK tried to take it in. She had never considered that she would be stuck here permanently.

"Are you ok?" Hiccup asked quietly.

"Yeah," she said hoarsely. _Although_, she thought glancing at Hiccup, _living here may not be such a bad idea... _She cleared her throat. "How is everyone?"

"Oh, fine. Merida's roaming Scotland right now, that's where she spends most of her time now. Jack and Rapunzel go everywhere together, mostly around Corona and Arendelle, but they have adventures all over the world…"

Hiccup stopped, and MK studied his face. He seemed lonely. Although her heart raced, MK tried to look sympathetic.

"Well, not really. I mean, our work pulls us apart sometimes. Ok, a lot, but we still get together more often then we would have if we had all remained mortal."

"You said Jack and Rapunzel stay together," MK hinted.

"Yeah, well their powers can combine nicely. Fun and Creativity. All of our powers could merge in certain situations, in one combination or another, but their's more than anything." He paused, staring off into the long grass and the forest beyond. "Sometimes I wish…" But he stopped himself.

"You wish Astrid would have become immortal," MK finished softly. Even as she formed the words, she wondered if she should have said them. _No, no no! Why did I mention Astrid? I'm trying to get him to like me!_

But Hiccup seemed touched, in a removed sort of way. Still not looking at her, he nodded and brushed away a few tears. "Yep," he said horsely. If they hadn't been sitting right next to each other and the day hadn't been stiflingly still, MK probably wouldn't have been able to hear him.

She hesitated even more over her next words. "And…there's never been anyone else?"

Finally, he looked at her, and MK wondered if she would ever be able to breathe again. Twice he opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again. On the third time, he found his voice.

"Well," he began. "There is someone." Her heart racing, she put on her most flirtatious look. "Elsa."

The look dropped as soon as it had come. "Elsa? Elsa Frost?"

Hiccup was startled. "That hasn't happened yet," he said in alarm, quickly realizing his mistake. "Um..."

"I don't understand...is it the same Elsa?"

"Uh..." Hiccup looked away again. "I guess I might as well tell you. Elsa became a Guardian right after the Merida adventure. She's immortal now...and she also went through the experience of losing someone."

"Did she ever find a prince? Mother was always talking..." she trailed off, realizing how insensitive it was.

"No," Hiccup said, shaking his head. "But she adopted a little girl, Lillith. That was centuries ago. After I watched Astrid...anyway, she decided that it would be better to limit her affections to her daughter only. Lillith never married or had children, so she's been alone for awhile. She's like me."

"Ah."

"But I doubt it matters," he said rapidly. "She only thinks of me as an uncle; I was for a long time. There's so much of an age difference."

"That didn't bother Jack and Rapunzel," MK pointed out. Instantly Hiccup perked up, and she regretted it. Why do I keep ruining this?

"True," he said. But then his face fell. "But it doesn't matter. I'm not ready anyway."

"Centuries later?"

"I wonder if I'll ever get over her," Hiccup said, more to himself than anything.

Her meaning Astrid, MK thought bitterly. Her dream of staying with Hiccup was broken and crushed to pieces in less than a minute.

"Anyway, I should get going," Hiccup said, rising abruptly. "I need to find Toothless, he's probably worried sick trying to find me. I'll, um, come back to visit in a few days."

"No, you won't," MK stated sadly. "I remind you too much of the past. You don't want to remember."

"You're very discerning," he said. Again he paused, searching for the right words. "I'm trying to move on. It's hard when there's still a possibility of time travel and I'm not allowed to use it." MK nodded. "Oh, and don't breathe a word of what you heard to anyone else, especially if you do go back."

"Do I? You're from the future, you were there when Merida was kidnapped. That was when your leg was healed."

"I don't remember," Hiccup said simply.

The dreams disintegrated and blew away on a slight summer breeze. She nodded stiffly, trying to hold back tears.

"Are you ok?" Hiccup asked, gently touching her arm.

_Obviously he has no idea I like him, otherwise_,_ he wouldn't torture me like this,_ MK thought. Aloud, she added, "I'm fine."

His green eyes were full of compassion. "I'll send Merida over if I get the chance."

"Send Toothiana, too," she said, remembering. "We're not sure, but Professor Bomba might have found a new species of fairy!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow. "That sounds interesting. You'll have to keep me updated. I'll send both of them over as soon as I can. See ya."

Without waiting for an answer, he opened his portal and jumped in. MK sighed and slumped into the steps and wondered if the brief high had been worth the all-time low.

* * *

><p>The next morning, Bomba was nowhere to be found, so MK fixed herself some more oatmeal. As she ate, she wandered into his lab and continued browsing artifacts. Two weeks and she was still finding new evidence he had collected. While she was watching the images on his computer-a movie happening somewhere in the forest at that instant, Bomba had explained-MK spotted the professor running through the brush after some squirrels. They were apparently the Leafmen equivalent of horses. Just then, his cellphone rang, vibrating the table and startling MK. She had seen both Bomba and his daughter use the device, but hadn't actually learned yet, though Penny wanted her too. A picture of Penny and her dog, Bolt, was on the screen now, which she figured meant that Penny was the one calling. MK knew that Bomba wouldn't mind her answering for him. She studied the phone and finally hit the "accept call" symbol, then raised it to her ear tentatively.<p>

"Hello? Dad?" Penny's voice sounded even huskier than usual.

"Penny? Is that you?" MK asked uncertainly.

"Oh, hi MK," Penny said, surprised but still subdued. "I was actually trying to talk to you anyway."

"Yeah, your dad's out and I saw your picture on the phone."

"I'm glad you figured it out," she said. There was a moment's pause, then she blurted out, "Bolt's gone."

"What? Oh no! What happened?" MK had never met the dog, but she knew how much Penny loved him. It was like Hiccup and Toothless.

"The show I'm on...they raised him so he thinks it's all real, that I'm really in danger. Last episode I got kidnapped, so he broke out trying to find me. Now I can't find him."

"Penny, I'm so sorry. Do you want me to help look?"

"We already have a team of people coming the area and calling shelters. But I'm making some flyers to hang around town tomorrow. You can help me do that if you want."

"I'll help wherever I can. So, what are you going to do today if you don't have him?"

Penny sighed. "Just keep looking, I guess. I just hope he's ok."

"I'm sure he'll be fine. You'll find him."

"Yeah. What are you planning on?"

"I was about to go explore the woods."

"You're going to go hunt with dad, aren't you."

"Just...general exploring," MK said evasively. "I mean, I think it's actually plausible considering my experience and his evidence..."

"You won't find anything on your first day," Penny said sharply. "He's been looking for 14 years. If they existed, he would have found them by now. But it's driven him medically insane. If you're going to live here for more than a week, then you should come stay with me and mom instead."

"No, Penny, listen..."

"I gotta go," she said abruptly. "My agent's calling me."

There was no more talk from the other end, and when MK looked, the phone had returned to normal. Since she didn't know how to call back, she was stuck. Sighing, she went to find professor Bomba.

It took awhile, but she accidentally set off one of his triggers and he found her. He seemed disappointed she wasn't a creature, but then he realized she had come to help him look for the Leafmen and he brightened considerably. The two ran around the woods-leaping across streams and ducking under logs, and climbing up trees-all morning long.

At last, MK convinced him to sit down and eat some lunch. Bomba took her to a small dell nestled in a valley. It was as if someone had taken a giant knife and cut clean down the middle of the hill, then removed one half, exposing a sheer wall of layered rock. A waterfall cut through the wall and spilled over the five foot drop to rejoin the stream. The rest of the grassy area was dotted with mossy boulders. Bomba and MK clambered up one and settled down to eat the sandwiches MK had packed earlier, which were quite smushed but were eaten with gusto.

"Thanks for helping me look," Bomba said gratefully. "Once you know what to look for, we can cover twice as much ground! With your help, I'm sure we'll find them in no time!"

"Plus, I asked my friend Hiccup if he could send the Tooth Fairy over here to help us. If she knows who's hiding here, we might even get an introduction!"

The professor looked like he had just inherited his own private island in the Southern Isles. MK laughed delightedly as he squealed with joy at the prospect.

"Do you really think so?" he asked eagerly, eyes shining.

"Maybe, if she knows who these people are. And if not, her fairies could help us. They're about the size of your Leafmen, only they're birds. You'd like them."

Professor Bomba leaned back on the boulder and grinned. For awhile, nothing else was said. But eventually MK noticed that the sun was a good deal past high noon, and they had come a long way.

"How far do you think we came?" she asked.

Bomba looked at his watch and clicked some buttons. "Me, I've done about eight miles. But you only joined me part way through. Maybe five or six for you."

"But that was dashing all over the woods, and not in a straight line," MK said, looking around. "It might take us awhile to get back."

She found a tall pine and immediately started climbing it. The professor looked on in admiration.

"You know, for a princess you have a remarkable endurance and energy. First running around after a madman, then climbing…you've got to be up 20 feet by now! How do you do it?"

"I told you, I hated being a princess," MK called, still climbing. "I used to sneak out of the castle and over to the mainland where they had trees. Mum was furious, but she only caught me a few times. She didn't realize how often I escaped. Hey, I can see above the other trees now!"

"Can you see the house?"

"Give me a second," she said.

Slowly, her eyes scanned the surrounding forest. The old black house should be visible since it stood at the crest of a hill, but at the moment they were at the bottom of a small valley. It took a minute, but finally she picked out the roof from the trees.

"There! At least I think it is. It's _a_ house, at least."

"Probably mine!" Bomba called cheerfully. "Nobody else lives near here."

"That's the good news."

"And the bad?"

"It's a pretty far distance from the air, but the ground is very hilly and there's no straight path."

"We'll make it," Bomba promised. "Climb on down, we'll go ahead and get started. I have plenty of readings I need to analyze in the lab anyway."

"Oh, speaking of the lab, Penny called."

"Really?!"

His tone made MK pause. It was even more excited than when she told him about Toothiana coming…but underneath that was a layer of desperation and sorrow. She cleared her throat and continued her descent.

"Yeah. She's really upset, her dog ran away."

"Ozzie?! But he was there this morning."

"No, her current dog, the one on the TV show. Bolt."

"Oh. That's not good. Do you think I should call her?"

"She might appreciate that. Just…don't mention the Leafmen. Somehow it came up that I was about to come out here and help you. She was already upset and that really got her riled up."

"Oh." Bomba nodded sadly.

"She's just sensitive right now."

"No, she's always like that when my work is mentioned. If I can just prove that they exist, maybe…"

He couldn't finish the thought, instead helping her down the last few branches. Without saying a word, they gathered the supplies.

"Ah. Which way was the house?" Bomba asked.

MK smiled gently and took his hand. "This way."

They continued searching as they walked, but not at the frenzied pace they had earlier in the day. Relaxing in the shaded cove had been peaceful. Now that they were on the move again, the summer's heat intensified; MK longed for a siesta in her garden back home. Bomba seemed to know what she was thinking.

"So, I've shown you my world," he said. "Now tell me about yours. We don't have many princesses left, and those are followed by the media and don't have a lot of power. What was it like for you?"

"Dreary and boring, really. There was always a dinner or a ball to attend, if not at Corona then at Arendelle, our sister city, or some other kingdom. Parties were the worst; they lasted for a week or longer, and there was a ball or event every evening. Our whole afternoon was spent getting ready, we were up until midnight or hours later dancing and conversing with perfect posture and poise, and then we slept all morning."

Bomba shuddered sympathetically. "That sounds terrible."

"It was. I had some friends, of course, but mostly other princesses. I just saw them at the balls, and all of them were interested in finding a prince. I was the only one left out, which is why I escaped to the woods every chance I could get. I was either exhausted by the social events or bored out of my mind."

"Did you have school?"

"I had some form of lessons all my life. I had a tutor from the time I was 5 until I turned 13, when dad sent me to a princess boarding school on the mainland. Only half the girls spoke my language, and most of them were silly and girly. I made friends with a few of them, but I failed my classes and got sent home."

"Really? What did you do?"

"I was sarcastic, I made jokes in class to lighten things up a little. And I would always ruin my dresses, eat too much desert, trip someone up with my clumsiness. I'm just not cut out for being their kind of princess. Dad was pretty disappointed and didn't talk to me for days. Not that that was any different than usual." Bomba waited patiently while she gathered her thoughts. "He was busy talking with his advisors about Corona's problems, visiting diplomats about their country's problems, hearing the people's problems and helping them out, but he never listened to me talk about our family's problems. He was gone so much of the time that I never really knew him. I guess that's why I resisted being a princess. I tried to get his attention. And I didn't want to end up like him."

They walked on in silence.

"Does he know you're here?" Bomba asked.

"No. He died two years ago. The doctor said he overworked himself and didn't have enough rest. We'd just had this huge fight, too, about me being sent to another school. I told him I didn't want to go and that I would never become queen. We were all tense; emotions were high and there was a lot of yelling. I was angry at him for working so much and ignoring me and I told him so. I said some things I shouldn't have. It was too much for him. He died only a few hours later."

Gently, Bomba put an arm around her shoulder, and MK leaned into it gratefully as the memory consumed her.

_"You really have to be more understanding of your father, Mary Katherine," Primrose reprimanded._

_MK crossed her arms defiantly and stared into the fire. "I don't care. I hate him for trying to make me something I'm not, and I don't care if he knows it!"_

_The doors burst open and a maid appeared, though MK did not see her face. _

_"My queen, the king demands your attention!"_

_Her mother followed the servant rapidly, in such an unqueen-like manner that MK stopped brooding and wondered what had happened. Before she could come to a conclusion, an graceful scream tore through the palace. _

_"THOMAS!"_

_MK leaped to her feet in alarm, all anger at their argument forgotten in an instant. On the stairs leading from the royal dining room to the royal suite, Prim knelt over the fallen figure of her husband. Moments earlier, MK was certain that she hated her father, now she regretted her every action. As she dove toward him, her dress tore, but Prim didn't even notice._

_"Daddy! Daddy, no! Please, no!" _

_She shook him desperately, and the maid tried to hold her back. Through her tears, everything seemed muted. Voices sounded from far away, though they were right next to her._

_"Marguerite, run for the doctor. Phillip, find your strongest men and bring them here. M'lady, please, give him some room to breathe. Mary Katherine, do not shake him, that will not help."_

_Strong, gentle hands pulled her away and she watched as her father was taken to his room. Although the doctor did all he could and the kings' body held on to signs of life, he never regained consciousness or opened his eyes. But it wasn't until the grass had grown over his grave that MK finally relinquished the hope that it was a bad dream, and that he was still alive in the real world. _

"I'm sorry," she said, realizing she was crying.

"No, no, it's fine," Bomba said tenderly. "If you want, you can call, me dad."

MK looked up at him and smiled through the tears. "Thank you."


	4. Chapter 4: The Fire

**Author's Note: Sorry this took so long! This chapter required a bit more research than I expected, and it was a busy week. But now I'm on spring break so I'll hopefully be able to write more!**

* * *

><p>MK stared out the car windows in wonder, trying to take in the sights of downtown Hollywood. Not that she knew what it even was, but it was her first big modern city. Cars and people rushed through the streets, taking photographs. Some were smiling, a few looked a little downcast.<p>

"This is the movie district," Bomba explained continuing his tour. "They make a lot of movies and TV shows in this area."

"Including Penny's?"

"Yeah, we're actually going to pass it here in a minute. It's right up the street."

Suddenly, sirens split the air, and everyone looked panicked. Bomba slowed the car and barely dodged the fire engine that came speeding past them.

"What's going on?" she asked frantically.

"There's a fire," Bomba said urgently, his face white.

He revved the engine and took off again. Now MK could see the towering column of smoke rising from a building in the distance.

"Wait, shouldn't we be trying to avoid it?" she asked.

"Under normal circumstances, yes. But that's the studio where Penny is."

* * *

><p>Penny kicked her legs frantically. She was trying hard not to panic, which is difficult when you've been abandoned in a burning building while suspended twenty feet in the air. Smoke had quickly filled the soundstage, she couldn't see if anyone was still in the room with her.<p>

"Help! Somebody help me!"

"Penny!" It was her mother, although she couldn't see her. "Where are you?!"

"Mom, no! Get out while you can! You don't know how to get me down!"

"Use your release!"

Penny fumbled around with her harness until she found the release switch. She pulled it and fell screaming to the airbag below. The heat was swiftly deflating it; it was enough to break her fall without seriously injuring her, but she felt the muscles in her ankle strain. Gingerly, she texted her weight. It hurt like crazy, but she could last until she was out in the open air.

"Mom?!"

"I'll meet you outside!" she called. "Don't try to find me, just get out! I love you!"

Penny tried to call out, but just then a wall collapsed, sending a thick cloud of dust into the already smoky room. Her lungs filled with debris, and she coughed violently. By the time she recovered enough to move, her only thought was to get out. But by the time she got to the door, it was too late; it had collapsed, trapping her inside.

_No, no, no! I have to get out! Ok, Penny, calm down. If this were happening on tv, what would you do? Bolt can't super-bark you out of this because the walls are too unstable. But there has to be another escape route! _

Quickly, she began following the outer wall in search for a break. She tried to move quickly while regulating her breathing, who knew how much oxygen she had left. It was difficult going, the pain in her ankle shot up her leg, increasing in intensity at every step. From her left, she heard a familiar and comforting bark.

_Am I losing my mind?_ But then it came again. "Bolt!"

Now she saw the dog, _her_ dog. Not the replacement, but her own, real Bolt. They ran towards each other, weaving in and out of the mangled set. She hugged him tightly, relieved he was alive and forgetting about the fire for one instant.

"I knew you'd come back," she whispered.

Suddenly there was a loud crashing noise above them. One of the fake metal helicopters was falling, bringing down a piece of wooden set. Screaming, she jumped up and ran out of the way. Darkness enveloped her, whether from the dust or the pain she wasn't sure. When her vision cleared, Bolt was by her face, whining worriedly. Her body felt weaker, and the pain in her ankle was so great that she could hardly walk on her own.

Coughing, she threw a bit of rope and croaked, "Bolt, zoom zoom."

He took it in his mouth and ran, dragging her behind as she coughed and stumbled through the maze of debris. Ahead of them was a pinpoint of clear light, and they raced toward it hopefully, but their hearts sank as they realized it was just a vent. Bolt tried to squeeze through it, as he had done in many episodes, but this time Penny could not follow. She lay on the ground where she had fallen without even noticing. Bolt nudged her arm but she had no more energy; she had lost track of how long it had been since the fire started. Slowly, Penny reached out and feebly tried to push him away.

"Bolt, go on out. Go. It's gonna be ok." Whining, Bolt lay down and forced his way into her arms. "You're a good boy. I love you," Penny cried. "Daddy, I'm sorry. I love you and mom. Take care of him, MK..."

* * *

><p>The scene of fire was chaotic. People were running away screaming in fear and pain, calling loved ones, yelling for doctors. Firefighters, who looked much more frightening up close with all their equipment then they had on tv, ran towards the fire. Sirens wailed and a helicopter circled the area from above, adding to the deafening roar of the burning, collapsing building. MK was so overwhelmed and confused that she nearly tackled Dr. Calico before remembering that he was a normal person.<p>

"Penny! Penny!" Bomba yelled, running around like crazy. "Has anyone seen Penny? Or Susan? Anyone? Has anyone seen my family?"

The man who played Dr. Calico went pale; MK could see that through this ashen face. "Last I saw her, she was hanging down from the set..."

"Did anyone get her down?!" Bomba shrieked.

"Ok, let's all calm down," a new guy with glasses and spiky blonde hair said. "She's probably perfectly safe; we just can't see her because there's too many people..."

"Don't tell me to calm down!" Bomba said, slapping him. "Where is my daughter?"

MK left them trying to find the stunt men and weaved her way through the flow of people. She was used to sneaking through town and throwing off any guards sent to protect her, so she was able to canvass the entire area quite quickly. Returning to Bomba, she found him earnestly talking with a fireman.

"Sir, it's been fifteen minutes since the fire began. If she's still inside her chances of survival are slim, even if we can dig her out."

"MK, did you see her?" Bomba asked, noticing her. Out of breath, she shook her head nervously, and he turned back to the firefighter. "Please, you have to try and find her, she's my baby girl!"

"Sir, my men are doing everything they can. But the main door is blocked, and there's no other way to get inside."

Desperate, Bomba turned to look at the flames leaping from the building with a look in his eyes that MK was all too familiar with. It was the same look that Jack had whenever Rapunzel, Elsa, or Anna was in danger.

"Hey! Be quiet, everyone, be quiet!" a voice yelled with such authority and urgency that everyone instantly obeyed.

In the quiet, MK could hear everyone's ragged breathing and the continuing crackle of the fire. But then a bark sounded and echoed from around the corner. MK gasped.

"That's the super bark! That's Bolt!"

Firefighters ran to the sound while police held back the anxious crowd. Bomba tried to push through, but MK was left behind. Trying to see over the heads of everyone else, she jumped and caught a glimpse of large saws hacking away at the wall. The crowd held their breath as one of the men shine a flashlight into the smoky dark.

"They're here! We found them!"

"Please, let me through, I'm her father!" Bomba cried as soon as he heard.

Another jump provided a swift glimpse of Penny being pulled out of the wreckage, along with a small white lump that must have been Bolt.

"Coming through! Move it!"

This time, MK had to jump sideways to avoid being hit by a thin bed on wheels being pushed by several nurses. A few seconds later it was wheeled in the opposite direction, with Penny lying down on the bed, followed by Bomba carrying Bolt. The nurses started loading the stretcher into the ambulance, and MK ran after them; she knew what came next.

"Wait! Wait for me! Bomba! Dad!"

But the doors had already shut and they were driving away, sirens screaming. MK stood in the middle of the chaos, people running around her and brushing her shoulder, sounds and smoke surrounding her and clouding her senses as she realized how alone she was. Left behind in a strange city, with no knowledge of how to drive or directions to get a cab home. With a start, she realized she didn't know Bomba's phone number or how to contact him. She didn't even have a snow globe. The reality of the situation and the stress and emotional turmoil of the past few weeks came crashing down on her, and MK burst into tears.

When she came to her senses, she was sitting on a bench some distance away from the building, along with several other terrified, shocked looking people. All of them, including MK, had a light blue blanket thrown over their shoulders. For a few minutes, MK focused on breathing and coming up with the next logical step. Finally, she was able to stop one of the nurses.

"Excuse me, I was staying with my cousin Penny...she's the star of the tv show. Do you know where they took her?"

"The hospital," the nurse said, somewhat confused as if it were an obvious answer.

"Yes, but how would I get there? Her father drove me here, and he jumped in the ambulance with her."

"And you don't have the keys?" the nurse guessed.

"No, ma'am. I don't even know how to drive."

"Well, if you're up for it, then it's close enough where you can walk."

"I'm up to it. I wasn't in the fire; I just came with Penny's dad, and I wasn't hurt."

"Well then," the nurse said, "you go straight down this street for two blocks, then turn right and go one block. Here, take this water bottle with you. Don't overwork yourself; it's so hot you could get a heatstroke."

MK thanked her and started walking.

* * *

><p>"Shh, she's sleeping," Bomba said as MK walked into the bleary hospital room.<p>

Penny was lying on the hospital bed, hooked up to wires and breathing machines. Bolt lay next to her, sleepy but vigilant. He perked up his ears when he saw MK but didn't bark at her. All three of the room's occupants were streaked with soot, and so, MK realized, was she.

"I'm sorry I ran off earlier," Bomba murmured.

"You had to be with Penny; she needed you more than I did."

Bomba nodded gratefully. "How did you find us?"

"I asked a nurse where they had taken her. I told them she was my cousin, and I was staying with you so they'd let me in."

"Good story. Must have been convincing."

MK smiled gently and sat down on an empty chair right as Penny began to stir. She cast her droopy eyes around the room frantically, unsure where she was. Bomba quickly knelt by her bed.

"Hey, Penny. Can you hear me? It's your dad. You're going to be alright, I promise."

"Where's Bolt?" she whispered hoarsely.

"He's right here." Gently, Bomba took her hand and placed it on the dog.

"What happened?" Penny asked.

"There was a fire at the studio. Somehow you got trapped inside and passed out, but Bolt started barking, and the firefighters were able to find you. You'll have to stay here in the hospital for a few days though for all the smoke inhalation, but you'll be fine."

Penny nodded weakly and closed her eyes, slowly stroking Bolt. There was a knock on the door, and MK went to answer it. Standing outside was a tall woman with dark skin and sad brown eyes. She, too, was covered in soot and smelled like smoke, so MK assumed that she had also been at the fire.

"Hi, I'm Amy, Penny's personal assistant," she said softly. "I have some...bad news for her. Is she awake?"

"Yes, but barely. Professor?"

Bomba walked over to them, but Amy couldn't look directly at him.

"Are you Penny's father and Susan's husband?" she asked softly.

"Yes. Well, ex-husband..." Suddenly the truth hit him. "Is she...?"

"I'm sorry."

Bomba would have collapsed if MK hadn't been standing nearby. Luckily a young doctor was passing and stopped to make sure everything was ok.

"Do you have a private room where this man can grieve?" MK asked him.

"Yes ma'am, I'll take him there immediately."

MK ushered Amy back into the room. Penny was thoroughly awake now and was trying to control her breathing.

"Where's dad?"

"Gone out for a moment," Amy answered. "I'm so glad you're alright, Penny; I was so worried. We all were."

Penny didn't react. "Where's mom?"

Amy's eyes filled with tears and Penny turned away to face the wall. Her fists clenched, and she started breathing faster. Bolt sat up and looked at her worriedly as the various machines began to beep intensely.

"Penny..." Amy began.

"No, don't say anything!"

"Penny, I'm sorry."

"Don't! Don't say it! Don't say it! Go away!"

Violently, Penny coughed, her entire body convulsed and the pristine white sheets by her head turned an ashen gray. Alarmed, MK pushed Amy out of the way and tried to calm her friend down. As Amy ran out of the room yelling for a doctor, the oxygen mask fell, and MK could hear Penny's lungs wheezing and her throat constricting.

"Penny, I'm here, it's going to be alright," MK said soothingly, grabbing her shoulders and holding her down.

Penny just thrashed harder. At that moment, a doctor and several nurses ran in. The doctor quickly reapplied the mask and shouted orders at the nurses, who were frantically pressing buttons on the machines. Gradually, Penny stopped struggling and fell back into unconsciousness.

"Is she ok?" MK asked.

"She'll be awake in an hour," the doctor said calmly, laying a hand on her forehead. "Call us again if you need anything," he added as they left.

"I have to go," Amy apologized. "I lost my phone and my family will be worried sick if they saw it on the news."

"It's ok; you can go."

Nodding her thanks, Amy started towards the door, but then she paused.

"What will happen to her?" she asked.

"Is her mother really dead?" Amy nodded tearfully. "Then I suppose she'll come home with us when she's able. She's going to hate it but there's no other choice is there?"

"No. And I guess it's too early to tell if she'll come back?"

"Why wouldn't she?"

Amy tensed. "I've been trying to get her to quit for years. They're controlling her like a puppet, but she loved the acting. Maybe she'll use the fire as an excuse to get out."

"I'll ask her about it," MK promised, more out of curiosity than anything.

"Thank you."

Amy left as Bomba returned. He sat on a chair by the window and gazed out miserably.

"I think I should probably stop calling you dad for awhile, shouldn't I?" MK asked shyly.

"I don't mind. Honestly."

"Yes but Penny will."

"Well," Bomba said, finally turning and looking at the bed. "She's going to have to learn to do a lot of things differently when she comes to live with us."


	5. Chapter 5: Death of a Queen

"Whoa, I can see you!" MK exclaimed. "When did that happen?"

"It's called Skype," Penny said, smiling weakly. "I'm surprised you figured it out; good job."

"Well it looked like a regular phone call to me," MK said, shrugging.

"It's pretty similar."

Suddenly she started coughing violently. She doubled over and closed her eyes, obviously struggling as her weak frame heaved. MK watched worriedly. Finally, Penny brought her rapid breathing under control and opened her eyes.

"Where are you?" she asked hoarsely.

"I'm on your old bed," MK said, holding up the phone to show her.

"Why on earth do you have the window open? It's burning up out there."

"There's a bit of a breeze today. Trust me, it feels much better this way. Which, um, brings me to the room situation."

"Oh."

"There is a spare room," MK said. "I could move in there if you wanted your familiar old room. But I also know there are a lot of memories in here too. Or we could share a room if you didn't want to be alone."

"I don't even know," Penny sighed. "They won't release me until tonight or even tomorrow, so I won't have time to move my stuff anyway. And the spare room is full of junk, isn't it?"

"Well...yeah," MK confessed.

"I'll sleep on the couch tonight, I guess. And I'll decide tomorrow."

"Ok," MK said. "Well I'm open to anything. My living arrangements are hopefully temporary."

"Don't go yet," Penny pleaded. "Living with dad is going to be a nightmare, but it would be easier if you were there."

MK smiled. "It's not as bad as you think. You just have to give him a chance. But I will stay at least until you're settled in, I promise."

"Where is dad right now, anyway?" Penny asked, coughing a little. "It's quiet."

"He's out in the woods on a walk," MK said, unnecessarily pointing.

"Yeah, right. He's looking for his creatures again, isn't he?"

"Actually, no. He didn't take any equipment with him this time. I asked if I could go too, but he said he just needed a long walk alone. I think...it hit him pretty hard."

Penny looked away and bit her lip, whether in sorrow or anger MK couldn't tell. But abruptly, she turned her head and her eyes narrowed.

"I hear barking. Where's Ozzie?"

MK heard it too and glanced out the window. "Oh, he's outside chasing a butterfly or some insect..."

"He's not allowed outside!" Penny yelled in alarm. "He ran away and lost his leg last time! Quick, to get him!"

Quickly, MK set the phone down and ran out. By the time she reached the backyard, Ozzie had bolted towards the woods.

"Ozzie!" MK yelled. "Come here, boy! Get back here!"

Dashing after him, MK was so preoccupied that she didn't notice the thundering clouds gathering above the little valley. Ozzie had disappeared into the thick underbrush, but she could hear him sniffing and barking a few feet ahead. Again and again she nearly caught him, but always he slipped from her grasp and led her farther in. The wind whipped through MK's hair so fiercely that it nearly undid her ponytail. Leaves and birds swirled and flew around her, increasing her sense of urgency. Rain began to fall, gently at first, but the deluge increased with every second. Then, in all the chaos, something caught her eye. A tiny, glowing form fell from the sky, untouched by the wind and rain.

MK reached out a hand and gently caught it.

Bending closer, she could make out the shivering form of a woman. With a cry, MK quickly laid the woman down on the soft moss at the base of a tree. Instantly, the trees around bent over and created a safe canopy from the rain.

"You're one of the Leafmen!" MK exclaimed, examining her.

She thought she could see the woman's mouth moving, but if she made sound MK could not hear it. Reverently, the woman raised something to her mouth. The thing shot up at MK, and, it out realizing it, she caught it. In the next second, her head was filled with excruciating pain, and she thought it would explode. It felt like going through a snowglobe portal, only 10 times worse. She was so dizzy she could only see a blur of green. When she was able to see again, everything looked somehow different, and she was lying down. MK was wondering if she'd even blacked out for a second when she noticed the woman lying a few feet away from her. She had dark skin like Amy's, and beautiful flowing brown hair. But, in alarm, MK realized that there was an ugly black arrow sticking up from her green dress.

"Are you ok?!" she asked frantically, rising to her feet.

She fell as soon as she got up, still disoriented from her ordeal, and was glad the woman was close by. The woman looked up at her and smiled weakly.

"Um, should I try to pull it out, or would that make it worse?"

The lady, for she had a look of importance and grace about her, shook her head. "Nothing can save me now."

"I don't...I didn't even see...what happened?"

"Shh. It'll be ok." She lay a hand on the thing MK had caught, which looked like an unopened flower bud. "You have to take care of this. It's the life of the forest. If you don't then the forest and everything in it will die. Take the pod to Nim Galuu."

"Don't talk like you're going to die! Was there anyone with you, or...?"

A rustling around her caught MK's attention. As she looked up, she realized that they were now surrounded by a dozen angry looking men and women. When she saw that they all had bows, swords, and helmets, MK pulled the lady closer and held her protectively.

"Tara!"

A man pushed through the soldiers and ran towards them with such a look of utter concern that MK immediately relinquished the woman to him.

"Hello, Ronin," Tara whispered, smiling.

"Tara, I'm sorry."

"It wasn't your fault. You were right you know. You were always right."

"I don't want to be right. I want..." He choked on the words.

"So serious…" she breathed.

Robin drew Tara close, pressing her forehead to his. In shock, MK watched in as Tara's body dissolved into a billion bubbles of glowing lights and floated away. The soldiers removed their helmets and knelt in respect. She was gone in a moment, and Ronin was left holding nothing and looking at the black grass where Tara had lain. One of the soldiers walked over and laid a gentle hand on Ronin's shoulder.

"I'm sorry. But the boggans are still out there."

"Yes, of course," he said, standing. He turned to MK. "My name's Ronin."

"MK," she said shyly, still in shock.

"May I see that?" he asked, holding out his hands and looking at the bud.

MK realized she had been holding onto it tightly, and that young green tendrils had wrapped around her arms.

"She gave it to me."

"And did she tell you anything about it?"

"Only that I needed to take care of it, and that the forest would die if I didn't. And something about someone named Nim...Gloop or canoe or something."

"Nim Galuu," Ronin said. "Of course, he'll know." He turned back to his men. "Fly back to Moonhaven, set up a perimeter and prepare for tonight. I'll message you from Nim's."

"What about me?" MK asked.

"I can handle this from here," he said, grabbing the pod.

It wrapped tighter around MK, and she fought back instinctively.

"Whoa, whoa whoa! Sir! Do not pull on the pod!"

A slug as tall as MK popped up in between them. She was so startled she stumbled back a few paces. In shock, she looked around, and realized for the first time that she had shrunk. The trees rose hundreds of feet in the air and the soldiers mounted hummingbirds equipped with saddles and reins.

"Hang on, I gotta deal with this first," Ronin said in the distance. He laid a hand on her shoulder. "Are you ok?"

"No!" MK exploded vehemently. "First, I was tricked, trapped in the future with no way home. Then I watched my new friend lose her mother and have a mental breakdown, and today I was shrunk and watched somebody else died! And on top of that, she gives me this thing and says I have an entire forest's chances of survival riding on my shoulders! No, I am not ok!" She turned and screamed at the hidden sky. "What are you doing?! Why did you put me here? Do you even have a plan or are you just trying to mess with me!"

"Calm down," Ronin said, placing both hands on her shoulders and making her sit down. "I don't know why you were shrunk either, but we'll figure it out together. You're not the only one trying to protect this forest."

"Is there any way to make me big again?" MK asked, panting.

"If the queen shrunk you...she's dead."

"Is there anyone else with magic powers? An heir? A princess or something?"

"Yes. In here."

He tapped the pod and looked intently at MK. Her eyes widened.

"Ah." She drew in a breath. "Ok. What do I need to do."

"First we're going to need another bird. I can't carry the four of us on one bird for long."

"Are we going too, then?" a snail asked excitedly.

Ronin sighed. "Apparently, yes. MK, meet Mub and Grub. They know how to take care of the pod and we have to take them with us."

"Ok," she said, shaking her head. She decided to deal with it later. "Where are we going to get another bird?"

"The races aren't far from here," Ronin said, looking around. "I guess everyone can ride to there. Hop on."


	6. Chapter 6: Nod

The bird barely lifted off the ground. Sighing, Ronin dismounted.

"Would you rather run of fly?" he asked MK.

"Is it like flying a dragon?" she asked. "But smaller?"

Ronin eyes her skeptically. "Maybe. I wouldn't know. Let's try it. The bird will follow me, it won't need a lot of direction."

MK took the reins and the bird rose into the air. It still didn't get very high, but it seemed to fly a little better. Ronin ran along the ground beside them, climbing over bushes and fallen sticks. Everything was still wet and slippery, but at least it had stopped raining. MK didn't know what rain might feel like at this size.

"So, how is the heir in this thing?" she asked.

"That is not a thing, it's called a Pod," Mub said crossly. "And it contains the life of the forest and the magic of Queen Tara. So respect it!"

"Ok, I'm sorry. I just got here, I'm still trying to understand...everything," she trailed off, observing the local life.

Up close, the other residents of the forest weren't just tiny people and talking animals. There were other creatures camouflaged as mushrooms, sticks, and dandelions. Others looked like hybrids, a cross between a cricket and a man, or a woman and a butterfly. All looked at the little party curiously.

"So," she continued, trying to ignore the stares and not return them. "What do we have to do to release the...spirit heir?"

"Oh, we don't know that bit," Grub said cheerfully. "We've only been taught how to take care of the pods until the queen chose one. And it only happens every hundred years, so we don't have anyone who's been around that long to remember or tell us."

"The queen was a hundred years?!"

"Yes," Ronin said. "Royalty and those close to them live longer than other Leafmen."

"So, you really are called Leafmen?"

"Yes," Ronin said suspiciously.

_Dad was right! I mean I knew he was right about their existence, but to guess the name is even more clever than I thought._ There was another thing, too, something he had said earlier that morning. _What was it? Today was the day a full moon coincided with the summer solstice for the first time in a hundred years. That must have something to do with the Pod, and maybe even with my being here. _

"Here, hop off," Ronin called, interrupting her musings. "The races aren't far now. We can walk."

The poor hummingbird was really struggling now, so MK handed off the reins to an enthusiastic Grub and joined Ronin on the ground. She found she could keep up with the bird easily, but it didn't leave much time for talking. A few minutes later, the forest fell away and a clearing opened up. A solitary tree drew a great crowd of forest creatures, and a few birds circled the field looking down on the proceedings.

"Why are we here again?" MK asked as they found a seat near the great tree.

"I need another bird, and possibly a spare soldier."

MK eyed the line up of tough looking creatures glaring at each other and looking determinedly ahead. "Them?"

"No. I had a rogue soldier run away, and I figured he'd be here, but...oh. Of course." He pointed to the latest man to join the lineup. "The clumsy one who was almost late. That's Nod."

Unlike the others, Nod looked more pleasant. He was a Leafman, and even looked like he was MK's age, if not the Leafmen equivalent. A whistle blew and the racers took off across the field. From a distance, Nod faded into the crowd, zipping around other trees at the end of the forest. One of the birds did a dive-bomb to the ground and the crowd gasped.

"Now that's a dirty trick!" the announcer yelled. "And that's just the kind of thing we've come to expect here. This is bird racing, folks, not a parade! Look's like Nod's out of the race."

"What happened?" MK asked.

Ronin seemed unmoved. "One of the other racers threw a worm and Nod's bird went after it. They're right over a patch of thorns."

"Is he gonna be ok?"

"Don't underestimate him just yet," he said, watching.

"Wait a minute! Nod is down but not out!" the announcer screamed excitedly. "Don't let his old bird fool you, the kid's on a comeback trail!"

"Yes!" MK yelled, caught up in the moment.

Even Ronin grinned as they saw Nod weaving his way to the front. They were nearing the tree again, and the crowd was screaming.

"Here it comes, they're beak to beak, wing to wing…and it's Nod by a tail-feather! I bet there are a lot of unhappy faces in the crowd right now!"

In the commotion following the finish, they lost track of Nod. Ronin bit his lip worriedly.

"Wait here," he instructed. "I'll meet you when I find him."

Mub, Grub and MK watched Ronin weave his way through the crowd.

"Maybe we should follow him, in case he gets in trouble!" Grub exclaimed heroically.

"Or if we lose him," MK said. "You don't know how to get to Nim's do you?"

"Not from here," Mub admitted.

"Then that settles it," she said.

She gently snapped the reins, and the hummingbird automatically followed Ronin's path. Unfortunately, it still couldn't get very high, and it took several attempts before they caught up. MK pulled back on the reins and made the bird wait just outside the hole in the tree, listening to the voices inside.

"Ronin, I'm sorry. I know you two were..."

"It doesn't matter. I'm taking the Pod to Nim Galuu's to see what he knows. But I need an extra bird."

"I'm coming with you."

"No you're not. You quit, remember?"

"Yeah, well you need me. Who do you have with you?"

"I can handle it on my own."

At that moment MK felt a push behind her. She'd been so involved in the conversation tag she hadn't noticed Mub and Grub fighting. The bird lurched forward and MK slid off the saddle, hanging on to the bird with just her legs. Suddenly she found herself hanging upside down and staring up into the faces of a disapproving Ronin and an unimpressed Nod.

"I'll get my saddle," Nod said as Ronin simultaneously directed him to do just that.

MK grinned apologetically. _Nice. Way to make an awkward first impression, MK. _

"You. Go with him," Ronin said, helping her get right side up. "I need to have a word with these slugs."

"Excuse me, sir, I am a snail!" Grub said, pulling himself up to his full height.

MK tuned out the rest of their discussion as she joined Nod on his old, tired sparrow. As soon as she was settled, they shot out of the tree, leaving behind the rest of their entourage.

"Do you mind slowing down?" MK yelled into Nod's ear.

"What? This isn't even fast! This is slow for her."

"Yeah, well..."

"I'm Nod, by the way," he said, twisting around to look at her.

"MK," she said, noticing his deep green eyes.

"You're not from around here, are you?"

"How can you tell?"

"Well, you're clothes for one thing. Nobody around here has anything like that. So, where are you from?"

"Along way away. Um, could you face the way we're flying?"

"Oh, don't worry. She practically flies herself. What's wrong? You're acting like you've never ridden a bird before."

"Technically, I haven't until today."

"What? You can't be serious. Well, allow me to give you the full experience. Put your arms around me."

"Whoa, we just met. I barely know you aaaahhhh!"

She screamed as the bird dived toward the ground. For her own safety, she threw her arms around Nod as the bird spun and twisted back into the sky.

"Nod! Perch your bird!" Ronin barked angrily, trailing them.

Rolling his eyes, Nod landed in a tree a few feet ahead and turned to ask Ronin what the big deal was. MK laid a hand on his shoulder and pointed straight ahead; Nod gasped. They were on the edge of a rotting forest. Bare, twisted trunks of dead trees were black and smoking, the ground looked like it was covered in tar. As far as MK could see, there was nothing green or alive anywhere in the devastation. But worse still, the blackness was spreading to the rest of the forest.

"See this?" Ronin said. "This is what will happen if we don't get that Pod to safety. Now come on, we'll go around."

"What? Are you scared?" Nod scoffed. "That'll take way too long. Besides, no one's out there."

"Oh, really?" Ronin whispered, pointing.

Ahead, a single crow flew across the swamp, and on it's back was the most disgusting, ugly creature MK had ever seen. It did not look like something they wanted to cross.

"Oh, come on," Nod said. "It's just one scout."

"Wait!" MK cried as he launched the bird forward.

"Nod!" Ronin yelled.

The creature on the crow saw them and shrieked. Instantly, a huge flock of the creatures rose up from the rot in front of them. Once again, MK held on to Nod as he swerved the sparrow closer to the ground away from the filthy ranks.

"Get to the ground!" she heard Ronin yelling.

MK opened her eyes in time to see the bird dive into a small tunnel. It crashed to the ground and immediately flew out again, leaving Nod and MK behind.

"What are those things?" MK gasped.

"What, you've never seen a boggan before?" Nod asked. "Someone had a happy childhood. Come on, let's go find Ronin."

"Wait, up there?" MK was fuming. "No way. Those things almost killed us!"

Nod's eyes widened and he held up his hands. "Don't turn around," he whispered.

She froze. "Is it a boogie?"

"Walk towards me slowly…" he said, backing away.

MK couldn't help it, she turned around. Deeper inside the tunnel, red eyes glowed, and they were getting closer. Before she could run, however, a little mouse came out.

"Aw, it's a mouse! Hi, mousey!"

She watched as it circled her and reached down to pet it. Nod looked on in disbelief.

"What are you doing?!"

"Look at it's little hands, and it's little whiskers!"

The mouse shook it's head, then rose up on it's back legs. Suddenly, it towered over MK, and it looked much more ferocious from beneath. Screaming, she dived back to Nod, and they ran toward the entrance to the hole. Nod automatically jumped out, which was incredible since it was about twenty feet high for MK.

"Hello! Other person!"

"Just jump!" Nod yelled.

"I can't jump that high!"

But as the mouse charged her, she screamed and did it anyway. To her amazement, she soared up to Nod's level, then landed back next to the mouse.

"Whoa! Did you see that?"

"OUT! Jump out!"

MK looked determinedly at the charging rodent, then jumped confidently. She didn't notice there was a protruding root blocking her escape until she hit her head.

* * *

><p>Everything was blurry; MK tried to shake the sleep from her eyes. She thought she could hear someone talking, but couldn't quite open her eyes.<p>

"Dad? I had the most messed up dream. There were talking slugs, and boogies riding crows, and I found the Leafmen…" She opened her eyes and saw Nod and Ronin looking down on her in concern, while Mub and Grub watched from the top of the hole. "Aww, man!"

"You ok?" Ronin asked, helping her to her feet.

"Physically, yes," she grumbled.

"Ok, we're switching seats. You're with me." He turned to Nod. "You go with the slugs."

"What?!" Nod exclaimed.

"Thank you," MK breathed.

Ronin walked her over to the hummingbird to make sure she was ok, leaving Nod and Mub, who had appeared out of nowhere, in an intense conversation.

"Did you know I can jump twenty feet high? Well, twenty feet in your world, anyway."

"I wondered," he said dryly. "But look where you're going and don't knock yourself out next time. You're lucky Nod isn't just a reckless boy but a trained soldier."

"He didn't kill the mouse, did he?" she asked worriedly, looking around for a corpse and wondering what on earth Mub was doing with his eye stalks.

"No. He just held it off until I scared it away."

"Oh."

Gracefully, she leaped onto the bird behind Ronin.

"You're really comfortable on a bird, aren't you?"

"Like I said, I've ridden dragons. I'm used to flying. Now, can we go to Nim's?"


	7. Chapter 7: Scrolls of Knowledge

It was evening by the time they reached Nim's tree. The forest was darkening, but there was still enough light for them to see the swarms of creatures flooding to the tree.

"This is even more crowded than the races!" MK exclaimed.

"Did the queen tell everyone to come here?" Grub asked, disappointed.

"Between the storm and the spreading rot, everyone's just looking for answers. They don't know the queen is...but they know Nim will have the answers."

"So, who is this Nim anyway?" MK asked. "Is he like the wise old guy of the forest? Like a troll or something?"

"More like the crazy old uncle of the forest," Nod said, laughing.

"He has a good heart," Ronin said. "But he can be a little absent-minded at times. He might not know yet."

Inside, MK caught snippets of conversation.

"Is it true? Is the queen really dead?"

"But Tara can't be dead!"

"The rot is everywhere! And it keeps spreading!"

"It destroyed the meadow in one afternoon," someone said in shock.

"I grew up there. That was my home."

Nod took her arm and gently led her to a side passage of the hollow tree. From there, they could see a stage bathed in purple, blue, and green lights. A hush fell over the crowd as ropes and pulleys started moving. White butterflies burst out of a hole in the ground, and a green worm followed, hoisted up on a little cage.

"Friends, neighbors! Prepare to see your worries..." He spun his hands around a butterfly, and it vanished. "Disappear!" The crowd gasped in amazement. "I have just returned from the Rings of Knowledge, where every memory, every event that happens in the forest, is recorded in these scrolls!"

More butterflies appeared, bringing with them dusty scrolls. Even MK was impressed with the show as Nim Galuu started singing.

"Listen, party-poopers, I got something to say: dry your weeping eyes we're gonna be okay, so you don't have to worry 'bout a doggone thing. The Rings of Knowledge know everything!"

He took out a scroll and waved it around himself. When the paper fluttered to the ground, Mub and Grub were in his place, and Nim was juggling scrolls out in the crowd.

"The scrolls never lie and honey, neither does Nim! So don't your worry your pretty little head; it says right here that the queen is…"

Nim did a double take and hurriedly glanced over the rest of the scrolls. The word _dead_ hung over the crowd, and the fear once again flowed through the room. Nim stared at them, speechless and panicked.

"Do another chorus," he whispered to his back-up flowers.

Nim quickly scooted off stage, straight into the tunnel were Ronin, Nod, and MK were waiting.

"Ronin! Did you know..."

"Yes, I was there. Nim, we need your help. Without Tara, we don't know anything about the Pod. Her last words were to bring it to you. I think there's something in the scrolls that can tell us what to do."

"Ah, of course! Follow me."

* * *

><p>Hmm, let's see. Ah ha! Here it is. 'Every hundred years when a full moon coincides with the summer solstice, the Queen may choose a Pod to store her spirit and power. At midnight, under the light of the full moon, the Pod will bloom, and an heir will be selected. Until that time, keep the Pod moist.'"<p>

"Told you!" Mub said. "May I?"

He turned to MK importantly, and she gave him the Pod.

"What happens if the Pod blooms in darkness?" Grub asked worriedly.

"That part is missing," Nim said. "I have a problem with bookworms, sorry."

"Well, I guess we'll just take the Pod back to Moonhaven and keep the boggans away," Ronin said.

"Easier said than done," Nod said.

"Do you mind if I send a message?" Ronin asked.

"Be my guest! You know where the fireflies are."

"Mr. Nim, sir?" MK asked. "Could I speak to you for a moment?"

"Of course! You all go on ahead," he said, waving them forward. "Just call me Nim."

"I don't know how to say this, but I'm not exactly from here. Tara shrunk me right before we died...and before that, I traveled in time. The point is, I'm stuck here. Do you think there's anything in the scrolls that could help me get home?"

"Hmm. I'll see what I can do." He stuck two hands in his mouth and whistled. "Hey! Bring me all the scrolls involving Tara from this morning!"

A moment later, a moth brought him two or three parchments. Nim examined them carefully, then handed one to MK.

"Try this one," he said.

She opened it, but it was blank. "There's nothing here; it's empty."

"Blow on it," Nim said secretly.

_It's not _that _dusty,_ she thought. But she blew on it all the same.

Colorful bubbles, similar to the kind Tara turned into, flew off the page and surrounded the air. To her left, MK saw the body of Tara being laid on the ground by gigantic hands. Naturally she assumed she had traveled back in time, and ran up to the queen.

"Queen Tara!"

"Come closer," Tara's soft voice called weakly. "Closer."

"I need to speak with you, and we don't have much time," MK said urgently.

Tara ignored her and kept looking at the larger version of herself.

"If you can hear me, that means you made it to Nim's," Tara said. "The Pod needs you; I can't be around for it anymore. I had a dream that you would be here today, I just didn't know you'd be big." She smiled. "I know you're scared, but you're here for a reason. Maybe you can't see the connections yet, but just because you can't see it, doesn't mean it's not there."

"You're...a...Leafmen," the larger MK said in slow motion.

Tara smiled. "I can see why he sent you. As we Leafmen say, "Many leaves, one tree." We're all individuals, but we're still connected. No one's alone. Even if you don't understand, just be with the Pod when it blooms. And then you'll get back what you've been given."

Slowly, Tara raised the Pod to her mouth and blew.

"No, don't do that! What are you doing?" MK yelled. "I still don't understand!"

All of Tara's energy seemed drained as the Pod flew to MK's hands. The present MK watched herself being thrown around and shrunk to the size of a Leafman as the memory faded. She turned back to Nim, looking for further explanation, but he was astounded. His little mouth hung open and he was motionless. Finally he shook it off.

"Whoa! I should look through more of these!"

"What did she mean?"

"You were supposed to be here, obviously," Nim said, scratching his bald head. "Someone sent you here and then she shrunk you to help with the Pod. I don't know who sent you, though."

MK sighed. "I do. It was the Man in the Moon. I guess it makes sense since the Pod does have to bloom in moonlight. I just don't know why it was me, not one of the Guardians."

"Well, maybe you'll find out when the Pod blooms. You'll go with it, won't you?"

"Yeah," she said softly. "We're connected now. I won't just leave it, especially when it's in danger."

"I'm glad," Nim said. "Now I think I should go back and calm my restless crowd. They need to know the truth."

The ride to the top was silent; only now did MK realize the true gravity of the situation. Ronin stared straight ahead, not looking at anything, and Mub tried to stare Nod down. Grub kept the Pod moist and ignored everyone else.

"Friends," Nim announced solemnly. "The tumors our true. Our beloved Queen Tara was killed by boggans earlier today. But there is hope!" He took the Pod from a reluctant Grub and held it high. "When this Pod blooms at midnight, a new heir will be chosen, and the boggans reign of terror will end. I know you're sad about Queen Tara, and I am too. But she wouldn't want us to mourn her. Instead, we should celebrate her life! Drinks on the house!"

The peppy music began playing again, and the astonished crowd began milling about, taking advantage of the free drinks. The conversation was still subdued, but the panic had decreased significantly. Instead, people were sharing happy memories of the Queen, and expressing their hope for the future.

"I'm going back down to the scrolls with Nim," Ronin said laying a hand on MK's shoulder. "We'll be back in a few minutes. Stay with the Pod and keep it safe."

"Ok," MK said. "I hope you find what you're looking for."

Ronin nodded his thanks and quickly followed Nim. The atmosphere still felt a little strange to MK, and she desperately wished she could be back with Bomba and Penny. Or, better yet, home with her mother, where the only strange things were the Guardians. Looking around, she spotted Nod standing at a side door to the tree, casually flipping his sword. The sun shone directly behind him, which made for quite the romantic picture, MK thought. Smiling a little shyly, she made her way over to him. He smiled back and stuck his sword into the side of the tree.

"Hi."

"Hey. So, I'm thinking maybe I didn't make the best first impression."

"It's ok. I've never had a guy fight a mouse for me before."

"Not one for parties?"

"Not really. I don't know anyone, anyway."

"To Queen Tara!" a cheer rose up from the crowd.

"Do you want to go somewhere quieter?" he nodded outside.

"Ronin said we should stay with the Pod," MK said hesitantly.

"He said to make sure it was safe," Nod specified. "And there's nowhere safer than Nim's tree, except maybe Moonhaven. I think he's just pretty upset about the queen. Are you coming or not?"

He held out his hand expectingly. Hesitating, MK looked back at the party. Mub and Grub stood next to the Pod, and she knew Nim and Ronin weren't far away. Besides, she was starting to like Nod and wanted to spend more time with him. In the end, her heart had the final say, and she took his hand. Nod grinned and yanked her out of the tree.


	8. Chapter 8: Deer Ride

Screaming, MK felt her stomach rise as they fell the equivalent of at least 200 feet. But thanks to her escort, they landed softly on a springy leaf. It was thrilling and terrifying at the same time.

"Could you give me a warning next time?" MK asked shakily.

"Hey at least you want a next time," Nod joked.

"Why are we down here?" she asked.

"There."

Gently, he turned her head so she saw the young buck coming toward them. MK caught her breath as it came right up to them. Like Hiccup, she extended one hand, and let the dear come to her.

"Put your arms around me," Nod whispered.

He was half-perched on the deer's antlers, and had reached one hand down to help her up.

"But I barely know you," MK teased.

Nod shrugged. "Do you want to ride him or not?"

Grinning, MK reached up one arm and swung herself up. Somehow, she forced her arm not to linger around his shoulders. The world looked different from this angle; tiny but at the same level as a human. Now that the sun was setting, a golden haze filtered through the forest. It was beautiful.

"You should be honored," Nod said quietly. "It takes a special kind of person to ride a deer."

"How did you learn?"

"My dad taught me. Before he died, of course." He fell silent.

"My dad died two years ago," MK said.

"Really? Well, at least you knew him. Mine was a Leafman soldier and died on a mission. I was only a boy, so Ronin took me in and raised me."

"I didn't really know my dad either," MK said. "He was always busy with king stuff…"

Quickly she shut her mouth, fearing she had gone too far.

"King?" Nod exclaimed. "Wait a minute, are you a princess?" MK winced, confirming his guess. "Where are you from?"

MK looked away. "A long way from here."

"Why do I feel like you're avoiding the question?"

She sighed. "Because it's a long and complicated story, and I'm not sure in the middle of all this is the best time."

"Can you give me the short uncomplicated version?" Nod asked, winking.

MK thought for a moment. "I'm originally from a kingdom called Corona. Yes, I was a princess, but I hated it. There were too many rules, too many people watching all the time..."

"You're a run-away!" Nod realized.

"Technically, yes," MK agreed. "Originally I was going on an adventure with my friends, but then we got separated, and then Tara's magic brought me here. And now I'm stuck. I don't know how to get back, or even where Corona is from here."

"So, what are you going to do?"

"Well, I'm sort of bound to the Pod now. I'll make sure it's safe first. And then...we'll just see what happens."

"Hmm. That doesn't sound like a very complicated story to me."

MK laughed. _Yeah, I left out the part that Corona is hundreds of years in the past, and that our family has magic powers and immortality, and that I'm big._ "That's not even the half of it."

Nod looked at her teasingly; he didn't believe her now, and he definitely wouldn't believe her when she told him the truth.

"I've never been outside this kingdom before. Does it look the same?"

"No. It's very different. We do have forests, but the main city is on an island."

"It sounds nice."

"It's the most beautiful place on the planet," MK said dreamily. She noticed how stunning he looked with the sun shining on his perfect unruly hair that looked a little bit like Hiccup's.

"I thought you didn't like it," he grinned.

"I may not have liked being the princess, but it was home. The scenery was amazing. This is a pretty nice looking place, though."

Nod laughed. "Wait until you see Moonhaven. So, does your family have magic powers? I mean, I don't know if it's only our queen, or just Tara, or if it was a royal thing...?"

"Well," MK began. She stopped and thought for a minute, watching the green fireflies blink their way through the forest. "This is where it starts to get complicated."

"Any magic is complicated."

"Most royals don't have magic," MK said. "But, coincidentally, mine does. And that might be part of the explanation as to how Tara brought me here."

"So can you do anything? Can you make me fly?"

"No," she said, laughing. "Jack could take you for a spin but I can't. My immediate family doesn't have any powers. But my mom's sister married a king that did have magic. So my cousin Rapunzel and her daughters have some really cool powers."

"Okay," Nod said simply. He seemed to be taking it pretty well. "So, who is this 'Jack' guy you mentioned earlier?"

_Is that jealously?_ MK wondered. "That's Rapunzel's husband. He's got magic powers, too."

"So his name's Jack, he can fly, and he has magic?" MK nodded. "Interesting. I gotta tell Nim about this. He can add it to the Jack Scroll."

"The Jack Scroll?" MK asked.

"Yeah. You know, the god Jack Frost. I guess he only comes here," he added, noting her puzzled expression. "He causes the winter."

"No, but that _is_ my Jack," MK insisted.

Nod shook his head. "Can't be. This Jack is huge; if he stood on the ground then he would be taller then this deer and he carries tree branch easily in one hand. His hair is white and he can make snow out of his bare hands. I saw him once when I was younger. Right after he passed I met this girl named Peri, who could do similar things, but she was my size. I didn't see her again, though. Your Jack obviously has the Frost blessing." He thought for a second as MK stared at him in shock. "Does he have wings?"

Before she could decide how to respond, the deer suddenly raised its head and looked back at Nim's tree. They were now several yards away, and it would take a few minutes to walk back. MK wondered what had happened that disturbed the deer when she saw the crowd streaming from the tree screaming. Panic shot through her.

"The Pod!"

"Jump!" Nod yelled.

Looking down, MK saw that he had already abandoned the startled buck and was waiting on the ground with outstretched arms. As the deer bolted, MK lost her balance and fell straight into Nod's arms. Quickly, he shoved her under a tree root to avoid the pounding hooves. Her heart was pounding so hard that she couldn't hear anything, and her legs shook as they ran. Screaming, creatures poured from the tree in mass panic. A young marigold flower fell from a high branch and landed in front of them.

"Are you ok?" MK asked, stopping.

"I'm fine," the girl said shakily. She looked around distractedly. "Mom?" she called.

"What's going on up there?" Nod asked.

"It's Mandrake! He came for the Pod!"

Immediately, Nod began to scale the tree. MK put an arm around the young girl.

"What's your name?" she asked calmingly.

"Marigold."

_That's appropriate_, she thought. "I have to go protect the Pod. If I see your mother, I'll tell her where you went, ok?" Marigold nodded. "Stay safe."

She climbed the tree easily and reached the entrance in a moment. The cavern was nearly empty, only a few startled butterflies flapped around picking up scraps of paper and trash left behind. In the middle, a large mound of dirt surrounded a deep tunnel. Nod was peering down the hole anxiously, but when he saw MK, he ran back over to her.

"It's gone," he said breathlessly. "Mandrake took the Pod. We're too late."

MK shook her head in disbelief. What have we done? Her eyes widened as Ronin jumped from the tunnel and stormed over to them, glaring daggers. He slammed Nod against the wall and put a tight grip on his shirt.

"I told you to stay with the Pod!"

"You said to keep it safe," Nod gasped. "I thought it was!"

"That was the last we had of Tara! You were supposed to stay with it at all times!"

"No, he wasn't," MK said. She stepped between them and forcibly lowered Ronin's arm. "The Pod was _my_ responsibility. It's my fault that it's gone, and I'm sorry. But right now we need to figure out how to get it back."

She spotted a fruit-fly cowering under a leaf a few feet away and ran over to it. At first, it seemed to be a young boy, but then it visibly aged into a teenager. MK shrugged it off and got right to the point.

"Hey, did you see what happened in here?"

"I don't know man," he drawled. "Why are you putting so much pressure on me?"

"Excuse me," MK said, standing at her full height and glaring at him. "Respect your elders and answer the question."

The fly jumped and aged again, this time into a young man. "Yes, ma'am," he said energetically. "I'm so sorry about that, it was a bad phase. That whole Mandrake incident when I was a kid has messed me up for life."

"Mandrake was here?" she asked. "Did he take the Pod?"

"My memory's starting to fail me," he said, now middle-aged. "He was holding some sort of flower, and then there were these two white blob-y fellows. They might have been slugs. Or snails. Is it just me, or is it hot in here?"

"Do you have any idea where he was going to take them?"

Once again, the fly glitched forward in time, aging into an old man. One of his legs fell off, and without missing a beat, he picked it up and used it as a cane. "Wrathwood, of course," he wheezed. "His headquarters. Black, rotting forest, about ten miles south of here. Or was it north-east? Anyway, you can't miss it."

"Great, thank you so much," MK said, speaking quickly. By this time she had caught on that the fly had a very short lifespan. "You've helped the survival of this forest."

The ancient fly grinned. "My life was worthwhile!" he cheered, hardly more than a whisper.

He then gasped once and fell over dead. MK stared at the corpse in shock, a little disturbed at what she had just witnessed. Behind her, Nod and Ronin's continued argument brought her back to reality. She marched over to them.

"Will you two stop bickering?" she demanded, interrupting them. "While you were busy acting like children, I got information. Mandrake took the Pod, Mub, and Grub to Wrathwood. Does anyone know where that is?"

"Sure, it's about a twenty minutes fly due west," Ronin said, firmly ignoring Nod. "And while we're talking directions, Moonhaven is in the opposite direction. You and him," he gestured at Nod, "go and prepare the troops for battle."

"Not a chance," MK said, crossing her arms and glaring at the Leafman. "I'm going after my Pod."

"That's suicide!" Nod exclaimed, pushing his way back into the conversation. "We need to bring the army to Wrathwood!"

"And leave Moonhaven undefended?" Ronin scoffed. "Mandrake will be looking for the army. But I can sneak in there completely unnoticed."

"For all this talk about teamwork, you sure do like to work alone!" Nod exploded. "I'm just trying to help!"

"Yeah, this is definitely a three man job," MK said.

"Preferably, yes. There will be hundreds of filthy, black boggans waiting to attack anyone who doesn't look like them. I can't take you, and I'm definitely not going with him."

"Oh, I see what this is!" Now it was her turn to be angry. "You won't take me because I'm a girl! I may just be a princess, but don't think for a second that I'm just some fragile porcelain doll! I've ridden dragons, unicorns, horses, birds, and now deer. I've climbed mountains, swam across fjords, and flown across countries with Jack Frost. Because I'm heir to my throne, I've survived assassination attempts. I can shoot a bow and arrow, throw knives, and fight the best swordsmen in the country. I'm the kind of princess who sneaks out of her castle and lives as a peasant for days on end and no one recognizes me! I have had a very long, confusing, emotional last few weeks, culminating in this hell of a weird day and look at me! I'm not losing it. I can keep my cool. I am not freaking out when any other normal person would be. If anything, I am the best person for this mission!" She paused to catch her breath and had a sudden realization. _**That's** why Tara chose me._ "Now I am going to rescue my Pod before any more time is lost. Are you guys coming or not?"

There was a profound moment of silence. Dimly, MK was aware of Nim Galuu watching expectantly in the shadows and of Nod staring at her admiringly, but she focused her attention on Ronin. There was something different in his eyes, something she couldn't quite place.

"You sound like Tara," he finally managed, smiling a little.

MK smiled back. "I'll take that as a yes," she said. She hurried over to his hummingbird and jumped on.

"Hey, what about my bird?" Nod asked. "Don't you want to ride with me?"

MK smirked as Ronin mounted behind her. "This one's prettier," she said, stroking it's emerald head.

Without waiting to see Nod's response, she took off into the sky and circled the tree.

"So," Ronin began. "Do you have a plan?"

"Of course," MK said. Her eyes scanned the treetops frantically.

"Wrathwood is that way, new girl," Nod said, pointing.

"I know my directions," MK said. "Which is why we're going that way first."

"But that's nowhere close to where we want to be."

"If we're going to infiltrate a secret military base, then we're going to need disguises. Luckily, I know exactly where to find some."

She pointed south west, where the top of a tall, dark house could be seen peering over the trees.

"I can see why Tara chose you," Ronin said. MK could feel the smile in his voice.


End file.
